KABLOONA
the newcomers. Ailennak had seen thousands arrive in his long
life, but each time his emotion was as fresh, his enthusiasm as
great as before: the Eskimo instinct of sociability never dies.
For me who had lost the habit of living in this hubbub, the
scene was disheartening. There were dozens of tents, each with
its dead seal, its dog-feed, its rusted rifles planted in the snow
(if you want to see what a rifle can resist, come to the Arctic!).
There were fish-nets, clusters of rusted fox-traps flung down
carelessly and to be left behind out of simple forgetfulness. The
tent-cloths flapped in the wind despite the heavy stones by
which some were held down. It was a gipsy cantonment, in
bustle and agitation as in sordidness.
There was a blind boy here in this season of decomposition,
and in his way he was an even more sinister character than the
paederast who had dropped in on us at Gjoa Haven. I say cboys
because I believe he was no older than eighteen, though some
said he was all of thirty. He was squat and brutal, with power-
ful arms and a barrel chest, almost a dwarf, so that even before
you saw his blind man's movements as he wandered alone
round the Post, you felt something disconcerting in his person.
He would go forward feeling his way, stop for a second as if
studying the direction of the wind, and be off again on his
mysterious errand, gay as a bird and clever as a monkey. I have
seen him shuffle alongside a sled to harness and unharness dogs;
and when the harness was twisted he could set it straight again
as quickly as anybody.
He used to come to talk to me; and as he had spent a good
part of his life round a Post, here or elsewhere, he had accumu-
lated a certain stock of odd bits of white man's lore about which
he used to ask me endless tiring questions. One day he came in,
peered with his sightless eyes into the room, and told me that
his eyes ached, that this day he could scarcely see anything!
Then he sat back and laughed quietly to himself. I should have
been better able to bear him if he had not the habit of coming
up close to people and running his hands over them. Also, it
was a trial to be present when he ate. Food would be set within
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